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Resisting innovation talk in higher education teaching and learning. 
The exhortation to innovate is a pervasive one that occupies a central position 
across university mission statements, strategic plans, marketing literature and job 
titles. This paper locates a discourse of innovation within a history of Australian 
federal higher education policy, a history that may bear similarity with other 
national contexts. This paper names this discourse as an innovation talk that 
influences our teaching and learning practices, a discourse that can be 
reconfigured in a way that opens up the possibility for change. As such, this 
paper presents an analytical process used to resist taken-for-granted views of 
what constitutes valuable teaching practices. Suggestions for re-conceptualising 
how universities govern and support teaching and learning innovation are drawn 
from analysis of key federal policies that have influenced university practices in 
recent years. 
Keywords: Innovation, higher education, teaching and learning, academic 
development, policy, resistance, discourse analysis 
Introduction 
The term innovation is often invoked as the solution for various descriptions of 
challenge and crisis facing society today. It appears in federal policy, in role titles, in 
departmental names and mission statements. Some might say that innovation has 
reached saturation point, breathless rhetoric across corporate culture and the mainstream 
media. In broad terms, ‘innovation’ has come to evoke a seemingly shared 
understanding of development, transformation and growth. In many public institutions, 
there are an abundance of working parties, steering committees and frameworks all 
vested with the task of figuring out what innovation is and how it can happen. Yet, 
despite the apparent frenzy with which the term is invoked, innovation remains a 
slippery, nebulous concept eluding easy definition (Garcia & Cantalone, 2002). 
In Australian universities, the term ‘innovation’ is often invoked by and to 
members of an emerging discipline – the academic developer. As such, this paper 
 3 
adopts a curiosity about the connections made between teaching and learning and the 
need for innovation, a curiosity that is similar in tone to research undertaken by scholars 
such as Land (2004), Lee and McWilliam (2008) and Clegg (2009). Their work is 
similar in that they explore how specific discourses operate in such a way that establish 
a need for change. Land, for example, argues that the multiple ‘orientations’ toward 
academic development work are related to a range of broader discourses at play within 
higher education (2004). He suggests that discourses of access and opportunity, 
excellence and selection, derision and accountability have all contributed to the rapid 
emergence of academic development activity, constituting a new paradigm that is 
characterised by significant conceptual collisions and a sense that change is imminent. 
Lee and McWilliam (2008) read Land’s ‘orientations’ as discursive variations that can 
be re-presented as productive tensions for an emerging field reaching maturity. More 
recently, Clegg (2009) has noted that the discourses of academic development have 
moved beyond a focus on individual teaching practice and toward broader domains of 
institutional and national intervention. She suggests that this discursive shift resonates 
with other disciplines struggling to establish themselves, to more clearly define their 
legitimacy and epistemologies. Clegg’s historical analysis of this discourse, among 
other things, provides a method of detecting power relationships at play within 
particular historical moments in higher education. Given the relationship between a 
perceived need for innovative change and academic development, this paper looks 
specifically at how a discourse of innovation operates within higher education in 
Australia.  
There are, of course, many locations available to explore how a discourse of 
innovation operates within higher education. Media reporting, the marketing of higher 
education providers, interviews with academic staff, work contracts and performance 
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agreements are all appropriate places to enquire. These places, and others, are all 
constituted within a discourse of innovation, a discourse this paper names innovation 
talk. This paper uses a selection of federal policy documents (Kemp, 1999; Howard, 
2001; Nelson, 2003) to explore innovation talk as these documents represent a shared 
context for all Australian universities, a point of origin from which cascade a range of 
local interpretations and practices. The argument could also be made that these policy 
documents are part of a global discursive trend and therefore the exploration presented 
in this paper is transferrable to other national contexts.  
To have a higher education sector enthralled by innovation is no historical 
accident. This paper will provide a partial account of this history, and in doing so open 
up the possibility and awareness that our understanding of teaching and learning 
innovation can change and change radically. Firstly, this paper will situate this 
obsession with teaching and learning innovation by exploring the scholarly usage of this 
term. Secondly, the findings from this literature review will inform selection of the 
conceptual work useful to explore innovation and then applied to the research design 
and data used in this paper. The third section will show how this style of analysis can 
present an alternative way to think, do and talk about innovation in higher education 
teaching and learning. 
Literature review 
One location to explore how innovation talk operates is the scholarly literature. Given 
the long-standing linkages made between innovation and the economy (see for example 
OECD, 1963) it is perhaps unsurprising to find this a frequent topic of research. This 
body of research ranges from the macro-level explorations into how universal principles 
of innovation can be applied to the more granular accounts of innovative teaching in 
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specific contexts. Between these two poles of scale flows the research that attempts to 
theorise how innovation operates specifically within higher education teaching and 
learning. 
In recent years, the theorising about universal principles of innovation has 
moved from linear models of how innovation occurs to draw upon cyclic and networked 
metaphors. Rogers’ seminal work on innovation (1962) emphasises linearity by 
focusing on the notion that the success of an innovation directly relates to a person’s 
willingness and ability to implement change. Kline and Rosenberg (1986) propose that 
this model positions innovation as occurring when “one does research, research then 
leads to development, development leads to production, and production to marketing” 
(p. 285). Cutler suggests that this linear model can be considered as a “closed system” 
(2008, p. 2), a system which does not account for the many variables which are 
introduced during the process of diffusion. The move to a more open system for 
modeling innovation has generated an understanding of innovation as a phenomenon 
that is cyclic or networked (Cutler, 2008). The move from linear to networked models 
of innovation is accompanied by a related change of tone; the linear models of 
innovation focus on what strategic managers can do to foster innovation whereas cyclic 
models move toward a more entrepreneurial understanding that includes staff and 
stakeholders from all levels of seniorty. 
The interplay between top-down and networked understandings of how 
innovation can be governed is also evident within the literature that theorises innovation 
in higher education teaching and learning. Within the body of work that emphasises top-
down understandings, we see suggestions that senior staff must lead and sustain 
innovation (see for example Helsen, 1972; Newton, 2003; Trevitt, 2005) and that it is 
through policy deliberations and mustering political support that innovation can be 
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enabled to flourish (Knight, 2000; Martin & Trigwell, 2003). However, alongside the 
theories that imply a central role for senior leaders is the work that focuses on the role 
played by enthusiasts (Southwell, Gannaway, Orrell, Chalmers & Abraham, 2005), 
communities of practice (Coburn, 2003) and change agents (Fullan, 2003). Here, 
innovation is treated more as an entrepreneurial, grassroots type of activity. Institutional 
reward schemes for innovators (Jackson, 2003; Brooks, 2005) perhaps occupy a messy 
boundary between top-down and grassroots understandings of innovation. Here, 
grassroots activities are acknowledged and rewarded but adjudicated by and made 
visible from a top-down vantage point.  
 The theorising of innovation in teaching and learning sits alongside the 
many instances in which accounts of teaching and learning use the term  ‘innovation’ to 
describe certain projects. In a review of innovation typology, Garcia and Calantone 
(2002) found fifty-one separate schemas that classify different types of innovation. They 
note: “This lack of consistency in operationalizing ‘innovationativeness’ has resulted in 
the interchangeable use of the constructs ‘innovation’ and  ‘innovativeness’ to define 
innovation types” (Garcia & Cantalone, 2002, p. 110). A number of trends are evident 
within this corpus of the literature. Winslett (2010) reviewed thirty-nine higher 
education journals and found four hundred and seventy-eight articles that used the term 
‘innovation’ in their title or abstract. Within this collection, the most recurring 
intersections occur between ‘innovation’, and ‘technology’ (see for example in Mellon, 
2003; Bell & Bell, 2005; Ravitz & Hoadley, 2005). Hannan and Silver (2000) have also 
acknowledged this trend, noting that in higher education “innovation often seemed 
coterminous with new technology” (p.10). Others, perhaps mindful that radical 
improvements aren’t always necessarily conflated with technology-uptake have 
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suggested that the sector needs a ‘new language’ to describe improvement and 
valorization (see for example Dodgson, 2006). 
 Although these domains of research are wide ranging in scope and 
context, they are perhaps unified in their attempts to answer the question of how 
innovation can be governed and supported. These attempts invoke both notions of 
corporate strategic management (as critiqued by Kenny, 2009) in which innovation is 
carefully planned, funded and reported on and notions of entrepreneurship (Du Gay, 
1996) in which innovation is a risk-taking, grass-roots phenomenon. That these notions 
exist together side-by-side in the scholarly literature is worthy of further examination. 
To consider how this co-existence may generate new ways of thinking about innovation 
it is useful to draw upon conceptual architectures not yet applied to innovation talk. 
Conceptual architectures to apply to innovation talk 
There are a number of theoretical works that could provide a basis to disrupt common, 
taken-for-granted understandings of innovation. This paper explores how the concepts 
of needs talk (Fraser, 1989), and irony (Rorty, 1989) may open up different and 
productive understandings of how innovation of teaching and learning can be governed 
and supported. 
Fraser (1989) has an interest in the relationship between power relations and 
language practices. Fraser uses the concept of needs talk as a way of asking how certain 
groups or institutions construct and then respond to certain needs - and with what 
personal, political and social effects. Fraser’s theoretical position is that examining 
needs talk can make visible “the boundaries of political, economic, domestic and 
personal discourses”, and how they blur, shift and collide (p. 168). In this schema, a 
number of features and techniques can be identified that are useful to explore how, for 
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example, university staff construct understandings of what is needed to increase 
innovation, and therefore to consider the social and political effects of these choices. 
These features include the notion that needs claims have a relational structure (z needs x 
in order to y) and examination of this helps establish collisions between what is 
considered political (and therefore governable), domestic (and therefore personal) and 
economic (and therefore subject to market forces). In a study that focuses on the 
language practices of innovation talk, these techniques help to make visible the teaching 
and learning practices that are considered innovative. 
The work of Rorty is also of particular use in resisting taken-for-granted 
understandings of innovation in higher education teaching and learning. Central to 
Rorty’s work is a rejection of absolutist claims of truth, or as he puts it a final 
vocabulary (1989, p. 73). Rorty challenges scholars to have “[...] radical and continuing 
doubts about the final vocabulary [they] currently use” (1989, p. 73). To do this is to 
“…redescribe lots and lots of things in new ways until you have created a pattern of 
linguistic behaviour which will tempt the new generation to adopt it...” (Rorty, 1989, p. 
9). Alongside this, Rorty offers a critical caveat – redescription is not an attempt to find 
a better way of saying and thinking about things – it is an ongoing project used “to 
make the vocabulary I favour look attractive by showing how it may be used to describe 
a variety of topics” (p. 9). To apply this thinking to innovation talk, redescription works 
toward creating a culture that is deeply attracted to flexibility, openness and committed 
to “… make our institutions more just and less cruel” (p. xiv). By treating conceptual 
collisions within a discourse of innovation talk as ironic, new possibilities of how we 
understand teaching and learning practices can become apparent. 
The concepts provided by Fraser and Rorty are united in their rejection of 
universal truths and share an interest in how language describes and informs social 
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practices. Furthermore, in their own idiosyncratic way, these theories focus on change 
and the ingredients that make change possible. This paper now turns to consider how 
the selection of these ideas relate to data selection and research design. 
Research data and design 
The current fascination with innovation of teaching and learning did not happen 
overnight. This paper focuses on three federal government policy documents released 
between 1999 and 2003: ‘Knowledge and Innovation: A policy statement on research 
and research training’ (Kemp, 1999), a policy that, among other things, continued the 
broader trend toward corporate models of governance for public institutions (noted in 
Osborne & Gaebler, 1993), ‘Backing Australia‘s Ability’ (Howard, 2001) that primarily 
linked university innovation funding to the commercialisation of research and ‘Backing 
Australia‘s Future’ (Nelson, 2003), a considerably longer policy that detailed a new 
funding model for student support and university governance and protocols. These 
policy documents are part of a broader global history of innovation talk. These federal 
policy documents, as opposed to state-based or local policies and legislation, represent a 
shared policy context for all Australian universities albeit with local differences. These 
three policies were among the most significant data to pursue a study of innovation talk 
in higher education teaching and learning within Australia. 
The research design is informed by the notions of ‘corporate strategic 
management’ and ‘entrepreneurship’ noted in the literature review. These concepts were 
used to identify elements within the policies that, on a  surface level, appear 
contradictory. A semiotic perspective on the data was selected. This methodological 
perspective considers the textual features of the documents to be a system of signifiers 
(Hodder, 2003). These signifiers are the conventional signs and modes of representation 
that constitute the language practices of the discourse (see for example Feldman, 1995; 
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Atkinson & Coffey, 2004). As such, the textual characteristics of a particular document 
include items such as word choice and genre, the use of metaphors and how 
subjectivities are presented. Textual characteristics also include reference to the 
graphical signposting and other visual elements within documents. Identification of 
these characteristics for a study of innovation talk helps to make inferences about how 
the documents work to produce certain power relations and notions of innovation. 
Together, these textual features create an imperative to think and perform innovation in 
a certain way. Furthermore, this methodology also makes visible certain conceptual 
collisions
1
 within the discourse of innovation talk. 
These collisions, once identified and analysed by using Fraser’s notions of needs 
talk (1989), were then subjected to Rorty’s notion of irony (1989) to explore how the 
discursive rules and boundaries could be redescribed in a way that kept the tensions at 
play and productive, rather than resolved. There are a number of research projects 
which have applied the concepts of needs talk and irony to a methodology of document 
analysis. For example, Fleming (2006) applied the concept of needs talk (Fraser, 1989) 
to a study of a sexuality within organisations. Fleming analysed a workplace training 
handbook for new recruits and noted the appearance of certain statements which 
construct a blurring of subjectivities between the private and personal. The technique of 
locating statements which provide details on the language practices available to press 
claims of need (Fraser, 1989) were also applied to this study of innovation talk. 
Similarly, Rorty’s notion of irony has been applied to document analysis in order to 
generate new understandings. Lee and McWilliam (2008) applied Rorty’s notion of 
irony to a range of documents generated by key higher education journals over a five 
year period. By using Rorty‘s notion of irony, this presented a number of propositions 
                                               
1 In this paper, the collisions presented are those between corporate strategic management and entrepreneurship, 
however others collisions are apparent. 
 11 
that redescribed certain contradictions in a way that kept the tensions at play and 
productive, rather than resolved. In doing so, these propositions allowed for the vision 
of a new future for academic development to emerge that did not require a tidying up of 
the field of higher education as a discipline. In a similar sense, this study of innovation 
talk drew upon this technique to reconfigure certain features of the documents under 
analysis to imagine new ways of doing, saying and thinking innovation in university 
teaching and learning. 
Key findings  
In the following sections, I show how a discourse of corporate strategic management 
draws upon a vocabulary of top-down planning to produce a notion that innovation must 
be carefully planned and monitored. Then, I show how certain language practices in the 
policies also draw upon the language of opportunism to produce a notion of 
entrepreneurship; that the governance of innovation should be unfettered and open to 
risk. Finally, I show how a redescription of the tension between the two is captured by 
the ironic principle of ‘planned opportunism’, and explore how this can assist in 
thinking these discourses together to produce new understandings of how innovation 
can be governed. 
Corporate strategic management: top-down planning 
The  ‘Knowledge and Innovation’ policy features a faith in the power of rational 
planning and prescribes actions that insist on the need for forward thinking. One of the 
very first statements that set up the policy reads: 
[The policy will provide] ...an enhanced strategic and priority setting role for 
institutions... (Kemp, 1999, p iii) 
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This statement can be read as a specific style of Fraser‘s (1989) needs talk in 
operation. Here the use of certain language resources –  ‘enhanced’,  ‘strategic‘, and  
‘for’ signal boundaries between what is considered political, economic or domestic (see 
1989, p. 165). Firstly, the use of the word  ‘for’ is significant. This places the role of the 
federal government as providing guidance to universities and their planning. Secondly, 
it is a specific type of guidance, couched in the vocabulary of corporate strategic 
management – the terms  ‘strategic’ and  ‘priority setting’ are historically more familiar 
within a private enterprise setting, and have been transferred here to universities (Olson 
& Guthrie, 1999). Finally, the statement illustrates what Fraser has identified as the 
reprivatisation discourse at work (see 1989, p. 171). The statement insists on a hierarchy 
of government over universities and works to “articulate entrenched need interpretations 
that could previously go without saying” (1989, p. 171). It discourages others ways of 
thinking about this relationship due to its focus on only one configuration. At the same 
time, making this statement suggests that there are other conceivable relationships – for 
example, the possibility that university governance could occur independently and 
beyond the purview of the federal government. For Fraser (1989), a statement that 
insists that the federal government has this kind of authority over universities actually 
works to introduce a space for thinking otherwise – a discourse of reprivatisation: 
stating what was previously unsaid provides a space for contesting views to focus on 
and argue against. 
The notion of top-down planning within a discourse of corporate strategic 
management also identifies the assets that are factored into such planning. In the  
‘Backing Australia‘s Ability’ policy, these assets are linked to the value of federal 
government stewardship: 
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...the strategy marks a significant step in harnessing the collective talents, energy 
and resources of all those dedicated to securing Australia‘s future... (Howard, 2001, 
p.3) 
In this statement, the assets available to plan with cover a considerable range. The 
assertion that the strategy will incorporate  ‘talents’,  ‘energy’ and  ‘resources’ again 
points toward a reprivatisation discourse (see Fraser, 1989, p.171) which asserts what 
was previously unsaid about the assets available to the federal government to draw 
upon. When used with reference to  ‘strategy’, the terms  ‘significant’,  ‘harnessing’ and  
‘dedicated’ blends the vocabularies of administration with visionary forward-thinking 
(see Fraser, 1989, p. 165). Furthermore, the statement also adopts the assumption that 
the nation already has a collection of people and infrastructure working towards the 
goals stated within the policy. In Fraser‘s terms (see 1989, p. 165) this is a mode of 
subjectification that positions the reader as part of a community that is  ‘talented’ and  
‘dedicated’ to Australia. This technique works toward homogenising a range of social 
groups, describing these people as being part of a broader, government-mandated 
endeavour. A strong, emotive link is also made here between the strategic goals of the 
policy, the existing pool of people and resources and a sense of patriotic purpose – an 
unwavering  ‘dedication’ to the nation’s future. Statements such as these provide detail 
on how a corporate strategic management discourse weaves assertions of authority – of 
government over universities, of senior leaders over staff - with the range of available 
assets rendered manipulable to top-down planning exercises. This has the dual effect of 
disallowing other ways of thinking the government-university relationship as well as 
providing a location that may focus contestation of such a relationship (see Fraser, 
1989, p. 171). 
In the  ‘Backing Australia‘s Future’ policy, the need to plan is also referred to in 
a way that emphasises the immediacy of the problems facing the sector: 
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... we must take steps now to ensure [the higher education] future is built on solid 
foundations. (Nelson, 2003, p.3) 
There is a degree of drama and urgency in this statement. The terms  ‘must’ and  ‘now’ 
work toward [re]establishing that the federal government is the authoritative body who 
decides which needs for Australia are to be undertaken by its universities. Once again, 
Fraser‘s model of social discourse is useful here (see 1989, p. 165). Fraser suggests that 
each style of needs discourse contains language resources that indicate the  ‘rules of 
engagement’ with regard to constructing a notion of legitimate authority in coordinating 
and adjudicating over conflicting needs. This statement implies that not only is the 
federal government in the position to coordinate and plan for university governance, but 
the federal government is also in a position to judge how imminent the need actually is 
– in this case, the need is to be addressed immediately. To  ‘take steps now’ implies no 
luxury of time for extended debate or equivocation.  
Alongside the various statements which position the federal government as the 
top of the command-control structure, are the clear directives that the plans, reports and 
data produced by individual institutions must articulate a link with the national 
economic agenda. These directives are foregrounded by claims that Australia‘s 
economic regulatory framework is one of the best in the world: 
Australia has a world-class financial sector regulatory framework, which is sound, 
secure, and sufficiently flexible to keep pace with the rapidly changing global 
financial sector... Australia has made a major transition to become one of the 
world‘s most open economies. (Howard, 2001, p.7) 
Assertions like this create a strong link between the planning activities of a university 
and the economic prosperity of the nation. This statement is significant in a policy about 
higher education because it positions the university sector as benefiting from a similar 
regulatory framework as the finance sector. In Fraser’s terms, it involves a suggestion 
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that universities exist ‘in order to’ contribute to the national economic agenda (see 1989, 
p. 163). Once again, this provides an example of a reprivatisation needs discourse that 
articulates something that was perhaps previously taken for granted, and hints at the 
possibility that other public groups exist that might challenge this ‘in-order-to’ link (see 
1989, p. 173). The possibility for challenge could, for example, be for a university 
function that primarily exists to independently address issues of social equity and 
justice. 
A corporate strategic management discourse invokes faith in top-down planning 
activities. The statements which assert the need for planning work toward positioning 
the government as having wide authority over universities, identifies the assets available 
in such planning and link these planning activities and relationships to the economic 
prosperity of the nation. Similarly, the tone of these statements is addressed to the senior 
leaders within the university. The existence of such statements signals a  
‘reprivatisation’ discourse (see Fraser, 1989, p. 171) at work. That is, it suggests that the 
policies are describing a relationship which was previously tacit, which simultaneously 
limits the possibilities for thinking otherwise and yet provides an opportunity for 
contestation.  
Entrepreneurship: bottom-up opportunism 
As a counterpoint to the top-down planning characteristics of corporate strategic 
management, a discourse of entrepreneurship invokes the emotive language of bottom-
up opportunism as its fulcrum to explain innovation in teaching and learning. In certain 
locations throughout the policy texts, the encouragement for universities to have an 
entrepreneurial disposition is as explicit as the requirement for top-down, transparent 
planning. In the  ‘Knowledge and Innovation’ (1999) policy, an entrepreneurial attitude 
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to university research and teaching is unambiguously linked to industry-based 
outcomes: 
An entrepreneurial approach is needed to harness the full cycle of benefits from 
their endeavours through commercialisation, where appropriate... This culture of 
entrepreneurship needs to be the context for the training of our research students, 
and indeed all students. (Kemp, 1999, p. 5) 
This is a statement that links commercialisation directly to the curriculum. As Fraser 
notes (see 1989, p. 164), linkages such as this signify a particular moment in the politics 
of needs discourse, in this case the struggle to establish the political status of the need 
for universities to innovate. A number of observations can be made about this statement. 
Firstly, the term  ‘entrepreneurship’ is the way in which a culture of commercialisation 
is linked to the university curriculum. Secondly, to  ‘harness the full cycle of benefits‘ 
positions the university function as a service provider, struggling to turn ‘their 
endeavours’ into a certain kind of value which is rendered observable in terms of 
commercial gain. Thirdly, this statement does not detail precisely what an 
entrepreneurial approach is. But, given the regularity with which this term is used by 
private enterprise, it does suggest that there is an expectation for universities to operate 
in a similar way to industry. Despite the lack of detail in this statement on what actually 
constitutes an entrepreneurial approach, the statement does suggest of the possibility 
that other dispositions regarding commercialisation of university activities are possible 
but an entrepreneurial one is preferred. 
Other statements throughout the policies provide more detail on what an 
entrepreneurial approach may look like. In the  ‘Backing Australia‘s Ability‘ (2001), a 
policy which focuses on the research function of a university, an entrepreneurial 
approach is linked with references to tax arrangements, risk taking, saving and attracting 
capital: 
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The new capital gains tax (CGT) system will encourage entrepreneurial behaviour 
(including risk taking), improve the incentives to save and invest and increase the 
ability of start- up and innovative enterprises to attract and manage capital. 
(Howard, 2001, p. 11) 
As Fraser notes (see 1989, p. 161), needs claims have a relational structure – z needs x 
in order to do y. This statement follows the same relational structure – universities need 
tax reforms in order to be entrepreneurial. This in-order-to relationship is not 
substantiated, but presented as self-evident. Furthermore, the statement locates  
‘entrepreneurial’ behaviour within what is ostensibly a similar grouping;  ‘risk taking’,  
‘saving’,  ‘investing’ and the ability to  ‘attract’ and ‘manage’ capital. These terms are 
familiar within a vocabulary of business and appear here applied to a context of higher 
education. Also, the emphatic tone evident in the use of the term  ‘will’ (not, for 
example,  ‘could’ or  ‘may’) aligns with Fraser‘s finding (see 1989, p.164) that needs 
interpretation is often presented as a given and unproblematic. 
Use of the term  ‘will’ works to present a view of entrepreneurship that 
indisputably links tax reform with the ability to be opportunistic. It works toward 
linking opportunism – the ability to take advantage of sometimes volatile commercial 
circumstances – with funding arrangements. The one-to-one mapping between 
opportunism and tax reform also hints at the possibility of other mappings that could 
contest this link, for example that an entrepreneurial disposition would only flourish in a 
climate of less funding, not more (see Fraser, 1989, p. 172). Also significant in the 
statement is that the term  ‘entrepreneurship’ is immediately followed by the phrase  
‘including risk-taking’ in parentheses. This suggests that risk-taking is a critical part of 
an entrepreneurial approach, deserving emphasis. The statement also draws upon a 
mode of subjectification (see Fraser, 1989, p. 165) that works toward distancing the 
federal government from any indemnity from risk-taking activities. The government 
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provides the funding incentives, but the liability of commercial ventures falls to 
universities and their industry partners. A discourse of entrepreneurship exhorts 
universities to be active and responsive to changing times, to be ready to act on 
emerging opportunities. Bottom-up opportunism is defined by a willing engagement 
with risk. 
Planned opportunism 
The discourses of corporate strategic management and entrepreneurship sit side-by-
side within the policies. A discourse of entrepreneurship invokes a belief in grass roots 
opportunism, risk-taking and networking, challenging top-down strategic plans and 
measurements (Du Gay, 1996). The discourse of corporate strategic management 
invokes a faith in careful planning, reportage and rigid hierarchical command and 
control relationships (as critiqued by Kenny, 2009). The interface between these two 
discourses within the policies complicates an understanding of how university 
governance can be crafted to make teaching and learning innovation possible. 
Across the policies, innovation is constructed as both safe and risky, sensibly 
governed by top-down planning and shaken by bottom–up opportunism. In this sense, 
both corporate strategic management and entrepreneurial discourses are 
simultaneously necessary and true, held together in a tension. Rorty’s sense of irony 
(1989) is useful as a rhetorical device to redescribe the relationship between 
entrepreneurial and corporate strategic management discourses about innovation 
governance and universities. The innovation talk in these policies includes imperatives 
that co-exist despite an apparent incongruity in a rational, modernist sense. 
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The ironic principle of ‘planned opportunism’ provides a way to formulate work 
practices which do not require navigation between the two discourses, but sets up a third 




                                               
2 In the larger study that this paper is drawn from (Winslett, 2010), the notion of planned opportunism was one of 
four ironic spaces categorised within the exhortation to ‘risk carefully’. In this study, other collisions between 
transparency and confidentiality, penalties and incentives and leadership and networks were similarly redescribed 
as ‘transparent confidentiality’, ‘pleasurable penalties’ and ‘followship’ (pp. 212-217). 
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Figure 1 provides a way of summarising the conceptual foundations that this 
paper relies upon thus far. In the left and right columns of Figure 1 the characteristics of 
both discourses are presented as oppositional binaries. The space in the middle 
represents a third ironic space which redescribes these oppositional binaries as 
something else, as something which may serve to widen and deepen notions of what the 
governance of innovation is and can be. The concluding remarks that follow considers 
how a notion of planned opportunism could generate new principles by which an 
institution can govern and support teaching and learning innovation. 
Concluding remarks 
To apply a principle of ‘planned opportunism’ to innovation governance and support 
would, among other things, change the tone of documents found in locations such as 
strategic planning papers, local policy statements and operational processes. This tone 
would explicitly welcome challenge and critique. References to penalties for non-
compliance or rewards for local alignment would be replaced with invitations to adapt, 
resist and reconfigure. This tone of resistance could also travel from the internal to the 
external with universities reporting on the activities that emerged outside of the 
carefully devised metrics and planning characterised by the corporate strategic 
management model. Here, the risk-taking of entrepreneurship need not take place in a  
‘free-for-all’ manner – what constitutes safe corporate planning is shaped in a way that 
incorporates the challenges to product and process embedded within the entrepreneurial 
discourse. 
To use ‘planned opportunism’ as a guiding principle in how higher education 
institutions can govern innovation is perhaps a radical move. It is a deliberate linking of 
non-compliance to policy and planning. It accepts and invites feral attitudes and the 
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resistance toward policy and practices as being an essential component of a healthy 
institutional culture to support innovation.  ‘Planned opportunism‘ fosters a view on 
policy that is flexible and dynamic rather than rigid and authoritative.  
To do this is to let go of a command and control structure that demands 
compliance and agreement for all those working within an organisation. It is a culture of 
governance which welcomes resistance, uses resistance to make itself stronger and 
better. It does not seek to ‘engage’ with staff, releasing new resources and policy 
manoeuvres – it seeks to encourage their critique, their doubt and their whimsy. Also, 
‘planned opportunism’ offers a challenge to a number of taken-for-granted assumptions 
about innovation talk. Why is funding needed for innovation to be supported? Similarly, 
are the only positive changes to education fostered through links with industry? It does 
not strain the imagination to envision positive and versatile changes being generated 
because there is no funding, an unexpected configuration of resources and approaches 
that are ubiquitous and old. Or, that innovation can be supported by encouraging 
individuals and groups to seek out links with anyone or no-one. 
The methodology employed in this paper may also provide encouragement to 
look beyond the change management processes that have originated from industry and 
applied to higher education. At the risk of controversy, the models of recruitment and 
cultural change enacted by, for example, various religious groups and military 
institutions, although perhaps suffering some decline in recruiting and retention appear 
to have endured nonetheless. Similarly, there are a number of activist groups who have, 
over time, been able to diffuse and upscale certain ideas, skills and attitudes. There are a 
wide range of social groups and agendas who use certain techniques that may prove to 
be more relevant and valuable than those currently found operating within higher 
education innovation talk. A principle of ‘planned opportunism’ would assist in finding 
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and applying these techniques to higher education teaching and learning and may open 
up the boundaries of how innovation could be governed. 
To apply a notion of ‘planned opportunism’ to teaching and learning is not only 
to disrupt current boundaries of how innovation is governed but also to radically impact 
on our understandings of what counts as innovation, how this happens and who the 
innovators are. It is to valorise teaching practices that are currently hard to see amidst 
the noise of innovation talk. It is to shift the focus from asking how do we innovate in 
teaching and learning toward asking what activities tools and spaces add value in 
teaching and learning. This discursive shift may expand governance techniques beyond 
a focus on technology uptake. It may, for example, include ‘old’ innovations – the 
activities, techniques, tools and spaces invented long ago, but that still remain ‘new’ for 
an individual the first time encountered and used. Similarly, this broadened interest may 
include the minutiae of teaching and learning – how a well turned phrase serves to 
intrigue a student to find out more, how a pointed silence, a blank canvas or a raised 
eyebrow may help a student to step over a threshold concept critical to the 
understanding of a certain discipline. Furthermore, this reframing of what counts as 
innovation would be unafraid of heresy and taboo – it could consider how working 
alone can be of value, how the ability to listen to a long-winded but well crafted 
academic monologue may be of benefit, how provocation and outrage within a 
classroom could possibly motivate a student to understand deeper, perform better. This 
change in focus may also help describe how the satisfaction felt from learning may 
differ from, say, the satisfaction felt from good service in a restaurant. By reframing 
what counts as innovation, scholarly conversations of teaching and learning practice 
could go beyond a current focus that seems to emphasise unduly academic resistance to 
technology uptake.   
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